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ASUNCION: Photo shows the damages in the Congress building, set on fire by demonstrators protesting against the approval of a constitutional
amendment for presidential reelection yesterday. — AFP 

ASUNCION: Furious protesters stormed
Paraguay’s legislature, ransacked lawmakers’
offices and set fires after senators approved a law
allowing the country’s president to be re-elected.
The unrest late on Friday left about 30 people
injured, including three lawmakers, according to
firefighters and an opposition senator. Right-
wing President Horacio Cartes is seeking to
reform the constitution to let him run for office
again in an election in 2018 after his current term
ends. Paraguay is still recovering from the 35
year-long dictatorship of general Alfredo
Stroessner (1954-1989). To chants of
“Dictatorship never again!” hundreds of protest-
ers clashed with riot police and broke into the
congress building, battering down entrances and
fences and shattering windows.

Once inside, the demonstrators ransacked the
offices of lawmakers who backed the reform and
started fires, television images showed. Flames
could be seen coming from large parts of the
building.  Police used mounted units and water
cannon to try and disperse the rioters.  Calm was
restored around midnight on Friday (0400 GMT

Saturday) at the building, where large numbers
of police remained on alert.  Cortes’ allies in the
upper house of the legislature passed the bill on
Friday, sidestepping resistance from opponents
who say the it clears the way for dictatorships.

‘Barbarians’ 
The vote took place in the Senate offices as

the main assembly hall was occupied by senators
from the opposition Liberal Party which opposes
the reforms.  Opposition senator Luis Wagner
said those injured included Senate speaker
Roberto Acevedo, lawmaker Edgar Ortiz, who
was hit in the mouth by a rubber bullet fired by
police, and Efrain Alegre, who lost to Cartes in
the 2013 presidential elections.  Acevedo has
challenged the bill in the Supreme Court, argu-
ing it is unconstitutional.

The measure was scheduled to be considered
Saturday in the lower house Chamber of
Deputies, where the president has a majority. But
after the rioting Chamber president Hugo
Velazquez announced that the vote was post-
poned, and said he was shocked by the violence.

“I hope that calm and harmony will return,”
Velazquez said in a televised message. Since
1992 Paraguay has banned re-election in an
attempt to avoid a return to dictatorships such as
that of Stroessner. By removing the ban, the
reform will also allow left-wing former president
Fernando Lugo to run again for office. He held
power from 2008 to 2012.  If it is approved by the
two houses, the measure is expected to be put to
a referendum within three months.

The opposition condemned the move as a
“parliamentary coup” and called for “resistance.”
“It is a dictatorial plan by Horacio Cartes with
the complicity of Ferdinand Lugo,” said Senator
Carlos Amarilla. Cartes labeled the demonstra-
tors “barbarians”, and blamed the violence on “a
group of Paraguayans embedded in politics
and the media aimed at destroying democracy
and polit ical  and economic stabil ity.”
“Democracy is not won or defended by vio-
lence,” he said on his Twitter account. “We con-
tinue to live in a state of law and we must not
allow barbarians to destroy the peace, tranquil-
ity and welfare of the people.”— AFP 

Angry protesters storm Paraguay 
congress over controversial bill 

Right-wing president seeks another term in office

SAINT-DENIS: From across France they
came to meet the man who has promised,
if elected president in May, to “emancipate”
immigrant families and free them from the
gritty high-rises that ring French cities. The
excitement was palpable as a microphone
was passed through a hall in the tough
Paris suburb of Saint-Denis, where a hun-
dred high achievers gathered this week to
share their stories of against-the-odds suc-
cess with centrist maverick Emmanuel
Macron.

For two hours the 39-year-old candidate
listened to, and fielded questions from
entrepreneurs, bankers, journalists and civil
servants with the kind of names-mostly
Arab or west African-that in France often
see a CV pushed to the bottom of the pile.
“I’m happy,” Khadija Moudnib, the 39-year-
old deputy mayor of the western Paris sub-
urb of Mantes-la-Jolie said. “Usually politi-
cians come to the suburbs when they’re
burning and then disappear again. 

Tonight we’re not here to talk about
those who burn cars. Most people here
have masters degrees. Theirs are the stories
that need to be highlighted.” Macron, who
is running neck-and-neck with far-right
leader Marine Le Pen in polls for the first
round of the election on April 23, has
promised to bring France’s storied “ban-
lieues”, or suburbs, in from the cold with a
two-pronged approach that stresses equal-
ity and entrepreneurship.

Addressing Thursday’s gathering held
next to the Stade de France national stadi-
um, he vowed to reduce class sizes in
tough neighbourhoods, name-and-shame
employers that discriminate against people
on the basis of their origins, and promote
micro-financing for suburban businesses.

The blue-eyed philosophy graduate,
who studied at France’s top finishing school
before becoming a civil servant and then a
Rothschild investment banker before he
leaped into politics may seem an unlikely
champion of the downtrodden.  Trade
unions have accused him of promoting a
race to the bottom by declaring that an
Uber driver working up to 70 hours a week-
one of the few jobs readily available to low-
skilled suburban youths in France-had more
“dignity” than someone without work.

But his unabashedly pro-business
approach has played well in immigrant
communities, seen by some as more
empowering than the paternalism of the
left.   Taking to the floor at the event,
Moudnib hailed Macron-an economic liber-
al who is on the left on social issues-as a
role model.”You’ve been accused of earning

a lot of money at Rothschild but in the sub-
urbs we want to be like you!,” she told him,
drawing laughter and applause.  “In France
we have a unique characteristic,” Macron
replied. “We don’t like failure and we don’t
like success.”

‘Back on track’
The failure to break into France’s tradi-

tional big parties was what brought Aziz
Francois Ndiaye to Macron’s door. The US-
trained Senegalese-born entrepreneur told
AFP his overtures to various politicians-like
his many job applications-went unheeded,
until he contacted Macron’s En Marche
movement, which put him in charge of
campaigning in the western Paris suburbs.

“My life got back on track,” the affable
father-of-two said. While Macron’s opti-
mism may have infected Ndiaye, many in
suburbs battling high unemployment and
radicalization remain unmoved. In central
Saint-Denis, a Communist-run town of
around 100,000 where the ringleader of the
2015 Paris attacks Abdelhamid Abaaoud
hid before being killed in a police siege, the
mood on a sunny spring afternoon was
muted. In a sign of the lingering jihadist
threat, soldiers in fatigues patrolled the
street outside the town’s imposing 12th
century basilica and police vans lined the
main square on two sides.

Sitting on a bench outside the basilica-
final resting place of a long line of French
kings and queens-retiree Michel Castellote
said he would abstain in the May 7 election
run-off if forced to choose between Macron
and Le Pen. Polls show that Macron would
easily beat Le Pen in such a duel but
Castellote, a supporter of radical leftist can-
didate Jean-Luc Melenchon, said he could
not bring himself to back the former busi-
nessman. “He doesn’t know the suburbs,”
said the 76-year-old, complaining of the
closure of many traditional shops in Saint-
Denis-replaced by halal butcheries, Arab
bakeries and Chinese clothing stores. 

Several other people interviewed by
AFP said they planned to abstain from both
rounds of the election, turned off by politi-
cal scandals and a litany of broken promis-
es. But butcher Mohammed Hemmar said
he was ready to put his trust in the man
bidding to become the youngest president
in France since World War II. “We’ll try
Macron this time, to see what the young
people can do,” Algerian-born Hemmar, 47,
said as he rang up sales in his blood-splat-
tered apron. “He’s got the stature of a presi-
dent, he speaks well and he inspires confi-
dence.”— AFP 

France’s Macron preaches 
hope to the gritty suburbs

MARSEILLE: Men hold up a sign during a demonstration yesterday against French
presidential election candidate for the En-Marche movement Emmanuel Macron, on
the sidelines of his campaign rally in Marseille. —AFP 

BRUSSELS: European Council President
Donald Tusk sent draft Brexit negotiating
guidelines to leaders of Britain’s 27 EU part-
ners yesterday, hoping to agree them on
April 29 so that negotiations on British
withdrawal can begin. These are key points
of the 8-page draft, seen by Reuters:

‘Phased approach’
If “sufficient progress” towards agreeing

the terms of an “orderly withdrawal” on
March 29, 2019, is made in a first phase of
talks starting in early June, the EU27 could
launch talks on how a long-term future free
trade relationship could work, the draft
says. That represents a compromise
between the position of EU hardliners, who
want no trade talks until the full Brexit deal
is agreed, and British calls for an immediate
start. Tusk told reporters the EU could
assess as early as this autumn if progress
was “sufficient”. But it is unclear how it will
arrive at that judgment. If leaders need
unanimity, some could block trade talks.
Eastern states with many expats in Britain
may want more certainty on their rights,
while western powers are more keen on
talking about trade.

Transitional arrangements
Britain could have a few years after

March 2019 when it does not have to give
up all benefits of membership, to ease the
shift for people and businesses. But in that
case it would have to accept EU rules, e.g.
on free migration, and submit to supervi-
sion by the European Court of Justice and
other EU authorities. “Any such transitional
arrangements must be clearly defined, lim-
ited in time, and subject to effective
enforcement mechanisms,” the draft says.

Sticking together
The EU 27 will stick together against

British efforts to divide and conquer and is
prepared to play hardball against Prime

Minister Theresa May’s threat to walk out
without a deal. Brussels thinks Britain
needs a deal more than the EU. “The Union
will act as one. It will be constructive
throughout and will strive to find an agree-
ment. This is in the best interest of both
sides. The Union will work hard to achieve
that outcome, but it will prepare itself to be
able to handle the situation also if the
negotiations were to fail.”

No dumping
Free trade will be a good outcome but

Britain should not expect to get that if it
seeks competitive advantages for its com-
panies by state subsidies or by tearing up
EU environmental or labour standards or
setting itself up as a tax haven. “Any free
trade agreement should be balanced,
ambitious and wide-ranging. It cannot,
however, amount to participation in the
Single Market or parts thereof, as this
would undermine its integrity and proper
functioning. It must ensure a level playing
field in terms of competition and state aid,
and must encompass safeguards against
unfair competitive advantages through,
inter alia, fiscal, social and environmental
dumping.”

Rights and benefits
Britain cannot have a better deal outside

than inside the EU that would be a slippery
slope to others leaving the Union. Tusk wel-
comes May’s acknowledgement she cannot
“cherry pick” single market membership
without accepting freedom of movement for
EU workers but warns against her suggestion
that Brussels open technical talks on trade in
specific sectors. “Preserving the integrity of
the Single Market excludes participation
based on a sector-by-sector approach. A
non-member of the Union, that does not live
up to the same obligations as a member,
cannot have the same rights and enjoy the
same benefits as a member.”—Reuters

Phased approach: How to 
read EU Brexit guidelines

Peru seeks aid to cope
with extreme floods

LIMA: Peru needs more international aid to help hundreds
of thousands of people cope with continuing floods and
mudslides that have killed more than 100 people and torn
apart much of the country’s infrastructure, the transporta-
tion minister said Friday. Minister Martin Vizcarra told
Reuters that the government will likely award reconstruc-
tion contracts in August or September, once heavy rains
and the current crisis have subsided. 

Peruvians displaced by raging rivers and landslides still
need bottled water, canned food, tents, toilet paper, medi-
cine and other basics to survive coming months, Vizcarra
said. Peru has distributed 4,000 tonnes of aid so far, most of
it donated by Peruvian families and companies and institu-
tions, but another 4,000 tonnes will likely be needed in
coming months, Vizcarra said.

Local donations were tapering off as raging rivers and
mudslides continue to slam parts of Peru. “Every family,
company has a limit to what it can give,” Vizcarra told
Reuters in an interview. “But people are going to be in
need for a long time. There are families that have nothing.”
He noted that Peru prefers goods that could be distributed
immediately to cash donations. A railway used to transport
zinc and copper concentrates from mines in central Peru to
port will likely take another two weeks to become opera-
tive, Vizcarra said. The government will likely hold public
tenders for “packets” of projects - such as bridges needed
in a region - to ensure a swift recovery. 

So far, more than 200 bridges and more than 2,000 kilo-
meters of highway have been wiped out, Vizcarra said.
Scientists in Peru now expect the localized version of El
Nino that appeared suddenly off of Peru’s coast this year to
stretch into May, though April rains should not be as
intense as the downpours still battering the northern
coast. The United States said Thursday that it had allocated
more than $775,000 to help Peru, about half of China’s
donation of $1.5 million to the Andean country.
Economists in Peru have put the cost of reconstruction at
more than $6 billion - more than 3 percent of gross domes-
tic product.— Reuters

BERLIN: People attend a pro-Europe demonstration in Berlin. — AFP 

BERLIN: Fed up with eurosceptics hogging
the headlines and political debate, a grow-
ing number of Germans are going on the
march to express their fervor for the
European Union. So-called Pulse of Europe
rallies are taking place in many cities every
Sunday in support of the European project,
buffeted by Brexit and anti-EU parties in
France, the Netherlands, Italy and Austria.
“Populism is rising strongly. These protests
are a way to make a stand against that,” said
retiree Nicole Schacht. “I grew up with
Europe and I believe in Europe.”On Sunday,
6,000 people gathered at Berlin’s
Gendarmenmarkt square at the statue of
poet Friedrich Schiller, whose poem “Ode
to Joy,” set to music by Beethoven, is the
EU’s anthem.

Families with prams, young students
and well-dressed retirees brandished the
EU’s blue flag with the ring of yellow stars
and listened intently to speakers.  Those
taking the microphone championed how
the EU had changed their lives, from post-
World War II reconciliation to the Erasmus
university exchange program. “We’ve had
the European treaties for 60 years, for 60
years we have been free. We have to
defend that,” cried one speaker, Daniel
Winter, 39.  “We can’t bring to power those
blond-haired characters called Le Pen, Boris
Johnson or Donald Trump who want to end
all that.”

Not irreversible
The idea of taking a stand in favor of

Europe was born a day after Trump’s elec-
tion in the United States, when Frankfurt
lawyer Daniel Roeder and his wife Sabine
decided to organize a small rally. With

Germany heading for September elections
when the anti-Islam and anti-euro populist
party AfD could win seats for the first time,
Roeder said he could not settle for “protest-
ing only when it’s too late”. That November
Sunday in Frankfurt, they numbered just
200. The week after the group swelled to
500, then 2,000, then 5,000, and in Berlin,
now 6,000. 

The number is small compared with far
bigger rallies in German history.  But it is a
remarkable increase for a movement that,
just four months ago, began with a turnout
of couple of hundred. Supporters say the
rise points to a depth of feeling that may
command political clout. “These are people
who grew up with European integration
and have the fundamental conviction that
the movement is irreversible. That convic-
tion has been shaken,” columnist Sandra
Eckert wrote in the Frankfurter Allgemeine
daily.  Smaller numbers are also congregat-
ing elsewhere in “Pulse of Europe” rallies,
including Paris, Strasbourg, Lisbon and
Toulouse.

In Britain, too, pro-EU feeling is strong
among the 48 percent of the population
who last June voted to stay in Europe. Last
Saturday, tens of thousands marched in
London to mark the EU’s 60th birthday, just
four days before Prime Minister Theresa
May formally launched the process to exit
the bloc. But pro-EU sentiment in Germany
is especially strong, and this is no accident.
After Nazism left Germany ostracized by
the rest of Europe, the European project
allowed the country to rejoin the fold of
civilized nations as an equal.  The European
idea has thus earned the allegiance of a
post-war generation of Germans.—AFP 

On Sundays, Germans in 
‘Ode to Joy’ for Europe

PIURA: Local residents cross swollen flooded streams to
recover their belongings from their homes in small villages
close to the city of Piura, in northern Peru yesterday. —AFP 


